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‘Britain has one of, if not the most, responsible and transparent arms export licensing systems in the world.  We consider all relevant export licence applications on a case-by-case basis against the Consolidated EU and national arms export licensing criteria.  The criteria include a specific reference to the clear risk that the exports might be used for internal repression, external aggression or for uses which would prolong or provoke armed conflict or aggravate existing tensions or conflicts in the country of final destination.’ 

 Internal Parliamentary Labour Party briefing paper of 24th June 2002.

 On ethics

One’s ethical position on the international arms trade will depend on whether one believes that nation have the right to military defence.  The pacifist will naturally take issue with the trade.  Those who consider that nations have the right to defend themselves are likely to consider the trade ethical (and even that arms manufacturing nations have an obligation to provide arms to those who cannot produce them themselves) provided that the sales are subject to controls to prevent abuses.

Britain continues to be a major seller of arms and it’s attitude to selling and the stringency with which controls are applied that are at issue here.  To what extent is the statement above a reality or merely rhetoric?

But the reality is that arms are sold like any other commodity in a highly competitive environment with little regard to actual needs.  Arms companies are competing in world markets and using the normal techniques of business (often with heavy government support to promote their products and enhance sales).  The sinister aspects of this are plain for all to see.  Arms companies are judged by the bottom line not by how well we assist our friends and allies. 
Personal stance

My stance is unashamedly that of someone who believes that the international arms trade is unethical and should be banned.  Although I shall be considering the control of specific aspects of the trade, the bottom line is its abolition and the demilitarisation of regions of conflict.  If this were done, the world would move a long way towards the abolition of war itself.

To those who argue that it is in Britain’s interest to continue arms sales, I say theirs is the ethics of the powerful  -  the ethics which bends the rules to satisfy self-interest and exploit the international community.  So, in the way that power corrupts, Western society fails to change the world when it is desperately in need of change.  The arms trade is like so many other issues demanding reform which (in the words of Jonathan Swift on the abolition of slavery) ‘will doubtless be attended with some inconveniences’. And there are some ‘inconveniences’.

The world is not a safe place 

For millions of people around the world, violent conflict remains the most direct threat to their life and liberty.  Some  30  civil  wars  and  many more lower-intensity  conflicts  are  currently being fought.  Of those countries classified by the UN Human Development Report as low development, 50% experienced civil war in 1998-2002.  Some 45% of one-party dictatorships were engaged in civil war. 

The Government’s predicament

Successive British governments have followed policies that have diverted scarce resources into an industry that is now trapped in an increasingly difficult corner of the world’s economy.  A position that has induced them to license arms to some very unsavoury customers and become associated with some corrupt deals.  Over the years, other sectors of manufacturing industry have generally been given less support and been more subject to decline.

The preferential treatment given to the defence industry has also created a powerful military-industrial complex with a strong influence on political decision making.  Any reforms that might damage its vested interests of its members are stubbornly resisted.

The history to this

During the Cold War, the US created a vast military establishment and a large arms industry in response to an often exaggerated threat from the Soviet Union.  Britain responded to the international situation in a similar way, as military men enthusiastically argued for policies that gave priority to the armed forces: we had to protect our overseas interests, maintain an independent nuclear deterrent and be seen to pull our weight in NATO.  This led to 30 years of excessive defence spending.  Throughout this period, increasing government encouragement was given to arms exports as a way of defraying some of the overhead costs.  

The new reality

World arms spending has returned to $1,000 billion.  It declined following the end of the Cold War but has increased since 9.11.  During the 1990s the main arms producing countries, the US, Russia, Britain, France and China have found themselves in difficulties.  Despite efforts to help their arms industries convert to non-military production, the need to increase exports became a political priority. 

With the decline in demand from the industrialised world, sales shift to developing countries and on emerging economies.  Some 80% of the international trade in conventional arms now goes to such countries compared with just 50% in 1990. 

Ninety percent of low-intensity wars in the 1990s took place in Africa and Africa became the epicentre of intrastate conflict. 

The regions which have seen increasing arms procurement are the Middle East, South Asia and East Asia.  Notable for the size of their purchases are Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Indonesia, Burma, Pakistan, India, Eqypt, Nigeria, Angola, Iran and Sudan.  Sub-Saharan Africa spends a high proportion of its GDP on arms.  Many of these countries have non-democratic and repressive governments; most are located in regions of international tension.  China is now one of the largest buyers and has also become a major exporter. 

British arms exports are now worth just $4 to 5 billion each year. 

Small arms and light weapons

Responsible for 90% of war casualties. The most common and arguably the most deadly arms currently in use.  At least 500,000 people are killed each year by small arms and light weapons (40% in crimes; 60% in wars).
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The nature of the arms trade:  dealing with dictators

The sale of arms to unsavoury regimes is inevitably characterised by backhanders, bribes, and shady accounting.  The complex workings of offsets and counter-trade, secret deals involving politicians and the use of public interest immunity add to the dubious nature of this mix.  Embarrassing disclosures and unethical conduct are, therefore, not surprising. 

As Sir Samuel Brittan once noted: ‘Many other undesirable policies are rationalised to keep arms purchasers sweet.  Remember ‘Death of a princess’ and Michael Howard’s shameful attempt to deport the Saudi dissident Mohammed al-Massari to Dominica.

Indonesia has been an important issue. The Quadripartite Committee on Strategic Exports has strongly criticises the Government for weakening weaken the assurances about end-user controls at a time when it was continuing to conduct offensive operations in Aceh.  Large increase in sales to Indonesia.

The UK has exported arms and military equipment to 20 countries engaged in serious conflict since 1997:  Algeria, Angola, Burundi, Colombia, India, Indonesia, Israel (F16 head-up displays), Kenya, Nepal, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru, Philippines, Russia, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Turkey, Uganda and Zimbabwe (Hawk parts).

The case of BAe

BAe our largest manufacturer is embroiled at the moment with charges of slush funds and spying and the abuse of links to Government. 

£60m allegedly used for bribing Saudi officials responsible for arms purchases.  Further allegations are that BAe has been providing gifts to civil servants at the MoD.  

In 2004, The Sunday Times published a article in which Martin Sixsmith related how ministers approved the merger of BAe and GEC for political gain, which placed unprecedented power in the hands of BAe.  Back to 1999.  George Simpson from GEC was told no by Tony Blair because the merger would allow BAe to hold the Government to ransom.  Then came the first Scottish executive elections and the situation at the Goven Shipyard, owned by the Norwegian company, Kvaerner.  Govan was a showcase seat for Labour.  The outcome was the BAe – GEC merger.

The military-industrial complex

A close relationship exists between the arms industry and government giving it considerable lobbying power.

The revolving door eg:          Michael Portillo to BAe



          Roger Freeman to Thales



          Jonathan Aitkin had a confused role



          Archie Hamilton advisory position with several companies



          Geoffrey Pattie to Marconi.

Heads of DESO are seconded from the major arms manufacturing companies, and other posts in Government departments.  BAe has provided 45% of all secondees since 2000.

Then there are all the seemingly unaccountable committees, task forces, councils and panels.  How much influence to they have;  how many unwelcome conclusions can be discounted.  Also non-military advisory bodies.  The Chairman of BAe is chairman of many of the most significant committees.

The utilitarian balance sheet

To examine the ethical issues, we need to understand the costs and benefits involved

Subsidies

Defence Export Services Organisation and the use of Export Credits Guarantees.

Diplomatic support and research

Since 1995, three reports have begun to estimate the overall net costs to government of engaging in this kind of activity.  Estimates vary but they all show that export benefit from considerable subsidies – between £228 million up to a possible £990 million pounds per annum.  The government’s response to these results has been disappointing;  largely to  ignore ore misrepresent the existing research and avoid publishing its own estimates.

Employment benefits

The MoD estimates that some 70,000 jobs (60% less than in 1967/68) were sustained by the export of military equipment in 2000-2001.  70,000 represent just 0.25% of all jobs in the UK, or 1.7% of all those in manufacturing industry.  

Most economists agree that if the land, government subsidies and skilled labour be released and become available for less capital intensive, non-military companies, there would be a net increase in employment opportunities.  

The Minister fo Defence Procurement, Lord Bach, recently turned to the argument that the initial adjustment costs suffered by former military export workers would be prohibitively high.  But again these are manageable. 

Reduced procurement costs

In 1999 the MoD claimed that it saves an estimated ₤350 million p.a. of the procurement budget from spreading overhead costs over the longer production runs generated by exports.  Several economics have looked at these figures and suggest that the estimate an overestimate:  £200 million is probably a better estimate.

The impact of exporting is to prolong the existence of the production line via piece-meal orders benefitting the company but not necessarily increasing the rate of production at the time of domestic procurement, and it is a moot point whether MoD procurement costs are singificantly reduced.  

The MoD have not been willing to discuss these estimates.

Contribution to the balance of trade

But arms deliveries constitute only 1.6% of all UK exports.  But imported components typically make up a large proportion of exported equipment.  Then there are offset arrangements.  Furthermore the opportunity cost of investing in other industrial sectors.

Summary

The general conclusion from independent economists is that there is not an economic case for arms exports.  A York University report by Malcom Chalmers is the most comprehensive.  He concludes that ‘the economic costs of reducing defence exports are relatively small and largely one off.  The balance of argument should, therefore depend on non-economic considerations. Lord Bach has recently accepted this.  He said ‘The government’s prime justification has always been to help maintain a strong defence industry that underpins our own security and to contribute to the security of friends and allies overseas, most of whom do not have a significant defence production capability of their own.

The strategic case

There are three arguments here:

(1) that exports are critical to the continuation of a British military industry;

(2) that the retention of specifically ‘British’ based military industry underpins our own security;

(3) that, helped by exports, this industry is internationally competitive.

Some 40% of UK-based output is for export (Defence Manufacturers Association estimate.)  And the arms manufacturing industry is increasingly becoming global.  BAe does more business with the US Government than with the MoD.  More than 50% of BAe and Rolls Royce shareholders are not British.  And 40% of the equipment produced in Britain comprises imported components.

It is also clear that if procurement was opened up to any company worldwide, UK savings could be an estimated £4 billion p.a.

The argument also requires that military development and production is efficient.  But it simply is not, suggesting that an inefficient industry is being propped up.  The National Audit Office report on 25 projects between 1994 and 1999, 88% of the projects failed to meet estimated in-service dates.  The average slippage was 39 months.  In 1999 projects were costing £2.7 billion more than first thought.  The list of equipment is well known.

Spearfish torpedo, Matra BAe Dynamics’ ASRAAM air-to-air missile; BAe’s type 45 destroyers.  And there are significant technical problems:  the SA80 Royal Ordnance rifle, the Vickers’ Challenger tank.  Etc etc.

So why are we still a major exporter

One could argue that it is not because we offer world class equipment:  we offer world-beating commissions, offset deals and secrecy to recipient states often others will not supply.  Consider the Al Yamamah deal to Saudi Arabia which has dominated arms exports.  These were contracts secured only after a congressional block on the original Saudi deal, after personal lobbying by Thatcher and Reagan in support of a British bid.

What of New Labour?

The predicament of the defence industry was a situation ripe for the attention of a new government pledged to sweep away the inefficiency of the past, to provide fairness not favours, and not least, transform its party’s traditional policies into action relevant to today.  Consistent with this, the Foreign Secretary, Robin Cook, a few days after taking office, announced that the country’s foreign policy ‘must have an ethical dimension and must support the demands of other peoples for the democratic rights on which we insist ourselves’.

But there were other pronouncements.  Mr Cook’s mission statement also made it ‘a top priority ... to promote British exports and boost British jobs’.  More important still, the Labour Manifesto proclaimed support for “a strong UK defence industry, which is a strategic part of our industrial base as well as our defence effort.’  Ministers who wished to curb the arms trade were thus in a bind.  Having told the arms companies they were key national assets, they could not easily deny them the lucrative export deals they said were vital to their survival. 

Nevertheless, New Labour has been an improvement - in image and expectation at least – over the previous government.  Within weeks of taking office, it reversed the opposition to a ban on anti-personnel land mines and announced its intention to sign the Ottawa Convention.  Furthermore, it successfully persuaded France to co-sponsor a proposal for the adoption of a EU Code of Conduct for Arms Exports, which has since been accepted by all member states. 

But neither of these improvements really challenged the system.  The UK had not been making landmines for some time, so there was no industrial issue to be overridden, only a military one.  In the case of the EU Code of Conduct, the Government was keen to establish such an agreement to ensure that competitors, especially France, would not take advantage of any virtuous abstention from on sales on Britain’s part  Also, as indicated later, the controls were not particularly demanding anyway. 

At the same time, the Government was keen that British companies should embrace globalisation and reap benefits from this. The ‘Europeanisation’ of the arms industry took a leap forward with the Framework Agreement signed, without any prior parliamentary discussion, by the UK with the five other main European arms-producing countries in July 2000.  Reducing licensing and obscuring joint export deals from outside scrutiny the main object of the agreement appears to be to promote the export of European weaponry around the world (in competition with the US) and to keep restrictions to an agreed minimum.  This is a loss of transparency.

What Labour did promise was a ‘responsible and properly regulated’ arms trade. The formula adopted was that licences would not be issued ‘for the sale of arms to regimes that might use them for internal repression or external aggression’.  But like the previous government policy, repressive behaviour, denial of human rights and absence of democracy were not accepted as being in themselves reasons for blocking sales. So Saudi Arabia, Turkey, China and now Morocco are considered legitimate markets for most types of exports.  For example, torture equipment, water-cannons and sniper rifles were banned, but the delivery of Hawk ground-attack aircraft was allowed to Indonesia,  then a military dictatorship which was in illegal occupation of East Timor.
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Even though the Government could plead that its predecessor had issued these Hawk licences, it seemed to many that it had failed a crucial test at the very beginning of its rule.  But worse was to come with a series of shady arms deals to African countries including Zimbabwe, Nigeria and Sierre Leone.

But the UK government does not merely permit arms exports – it actively promotes them. They are subsidised through various means.  More important still is diplomatic support, often at the highest level. The Prime Minister has gone out of his way to promote highly controversial arms sales to South Africa, and the Defence Secretary recently visited India in the hope of clinching the sale of 60 Hawk planes. India has outraged international opinion by its nuclear tests, and is in a permanent state of near-belligerence with Pakistan, to whose military rulers the UK would also have sold arms if it had been allowed.  Earlier this year, peace-building measures by Tony Blair and other ministers were confounded with attempts to sell arms to the region.

Transparency of arms sales  

Labour promised much greater transparency over arms exports, and to some extent this has been delivered. The 1999 Annual Report on Strategic Export Controls provided for the first time details about the arms licensed and their destinations, and also about actual sales. Unfortunately, the document does not cover all sales and parliament has not been given the opportunity to comment on licences before they were issued. In spite of this limitation, the Commons Select Committees, especially the ‘Quadripartite’ Committee, which reviews the work of the Foreign Office, the Ministry of Defence, the Department of Trade and Industry and the Department of International Development, have been able to provide searching criticism of the UK trade.

From subsequent reports, it is clear that UK arms are still being sold to areas of serious conflict and human rights abuses, notably among these are India, Pakistan, Israel, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Indonesia.

The EU Code of Conduct

The EU code (1998) is important because it now represents the European position on the arms trade and will be the starting point for any future discussion on tightening the controls.  It has less stringent requirements than our national legislation.

Export Control Act

After lengthy consultations which go back to the Scott Report in 1996 into exports to Iraq, the new Export Control Act 2002 came into force on 1st May 2004.  New secondary legislation comes into force at the same time.

Controls on brokerage including all deals arranged in the UK and by UK citizens abroad are included in the Act.   This is important because bokerage is one of the arms trade’s obvious abuses.  .   

However in its secondary legislation, the Government has chosen only to use its powers extraterritorially when equipment is going to embargoed destinations, or is concerned with weapons of mass destruction or torture equipment.  So, much of the weaponry causing pain and suffering in he world is not covered.   

Licensed production is not specifically mentioned which is an extremely disappointing omission as the industry is daily becoming more globalised.  Much lobbying and urgings by the European Parliament seem to have been unsuccessful against the political power of the arms companies who see this as a significant reduction in their ability to manouvre in the market.  Nigel Griffith MP, who is responsible for the bill is now saying that its ‘new powers will strengthen and make more comprehensive control over the supply lines on which licensed production arrangements depend’.  Alternative measures that do not require legislation are also being considered.

A requirement is now included to the effect that the sale of arms should not have an adverse effect on the potential for sustainable development, but how this will be monitored is unclear.

End-use controls are not covered but the Government says it can strengthen these without recourse to legislation.  This remains to be seen as does much about the bill.

Prior scrutiny of export licence applications is also not covered, although again, the Government has said that this does not need legislation.  It says it will respond shortly to parliamentary calls for the Arms Export Committee to see and comment on applications.

So much still need to be done to encourage the Labour Party to implement real controls.  Some of this will certainly be possible using the secondary legislation of the Export Control Bill but the will to use it must be there.  

The acid test

The Government should:

 keep its word and ban arms exports to countries that are responsible for international aggression or internal repression (using its powers under the 2002 Export Control Act to deal comprehensively with brokerage and licenced production);

 increase the transparency and accountability of arms exports by publishing a comprehensive annual report on arms sales followed by debate in parliament;

 introduce effective regulatory mechanisms for the European arms industry by tightening up the EU code to include the criteria mentioned in this paper;

 push strongly through international channels for the regulation of illegal transfers of small arms, the arms which are responsible for a high proportion of war casualties;

 review developments in the globalization of the arms industry and ensure that these do not weaken national and international controls on international arms sales;  

 initiate a debate in the UN Security Council on policies on the demilitarisation of sensitive regions of the world including the Middle East and Africa, to severely restrict the global arms market.    

The banning of large arms sales to lucrative markets in developing countries remains the acid test of this Government’s will, and all developments to date, one can sense the wavering of resolve in the current legislation.  The loss of public confidence in the way UK arms export policy is conducted (exposed by the Scott Inquiry) is closely related to a lack of accountability and openness.  If concern about human rights is to be given its full weight, and public confidence in government restored, improved mechanisms, at both national and European level, are essential.  We now await the details in the secondary legislation of the Export Control Bill and hope that it provides the teeth that previous legislation has not had.
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Songs

Jackson Browne,  ‘Lives in the balance’.  On CD

Martyn Joseph, ‘Yet still this will not be’.  On CD Deep blue (PRCD 014).

Tommy Sands, ‘Music of healing’. On CD

John Tams, ‘Scarecrow’.  On CD Wildlife produced by Fledg’ling Records.

Useful addresses

Anglican Pacifist Fellowship (APF), 11 Weavers End, Hanslope, Milton Keynes MK19 7PA, 01908 510642  www.anglicanpeacemaker.org.uk.  

Campaign Against Arms Trade (CAAT), 11 Goodwin St., London N4 3HQ,  020 7281 0297, enquiries@caat.demon.co.uk,  www.caat.org.uk.

Council on Christian Approaches to Defence and Disarmament (CCADD).  

International Action Network on Small Arms (IANSA), Box 42, 37 Store St., London WC1E 7BS, contact@iansa.org,  www.iansa.org. 

International Peace Bureau (IPB).

Movement for the Abolition of War (MAW), 11 Venetia Road, London N4 1EJ 01908 510642   www.abolishwar.freeuk.com.

Peace Education Network

The Peace Museum Bradford

† Tony Kempster DSc PhD MA is a retired scientist; now a writer, singer and peace activist with wide interests in ethics and education.  He is General Secretary of the Anglican Pacifist Fellowship and Chair of the Movement for the Abolition of War.  He is also a Director of The Peace Museum, Bradford and a member of the Council for Christian Approaches to Defence and Disarmament.  Until recently he was a member of the  steering committee of Campaign Against Arms Trade with responsibility for strategic planning.

Tony can be contacted on 01908 510642 and ajkempster@aol.com.  The websites of the organisations referred to above and others that are of interest from the point of view of peace campaigning and the arms trade are given at the end. 
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